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Abstract:   Although numerous assumptions have been discussed and many 
theories have been developed in the study of modern tourism since the dawn of the 
19th Century, there is insufficient research in the field of tourist information, in spite of 
the fact that tourist information, in particular, message delivery systems through 
languages, has been playing an essential role in generating tourism phenomena and 
promoting the movement of tourists.  Thanks to the recent development of scientific 
technology, the age of new message delivery systems, such as digital signage or 
augmented reality, has emerged to create a new environment of tourist  information.  
The purpose of this paper is to introduce a theoretical approach to the study of tourist 
information and attempt to establish a field of information in the theoretical study of 
tourism.  The author analyzes the nature of tourist information, along with the ideas of 
the recent scientific technology in message delivery systems, i.e. digital signage or 
augmented reality.  The author offers a working hypothesis that tourist information 
directly coreresponds to the images or values of tourist attractions while tourist 
information is flexibly adapted to tourists’ states and conditions.  
 
 
Keywords:   message delivery, augmented reality, tourist, tourist attraction 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Ever since a statistical analysis of tourism phenomena was applied by Bordio in 
the field of economics in 1899 (Shiota, 1996), the research field of tourism has 
expanded, simply because the fie2ld integrates a variety of subjects and disciplines – 
not only economics but psychology, anthropology, geography, business management, 
political science, etc.  Goeldner and Ritchie (2009) and Cooper et al. (2008) introduce 
a similar idea that illustrates the diversity of tourism research, indicating 16 and 21 
categories of disciplinary fields related to tourism accordingly (Figure 1). 
And yet a field of language, linguistics, or communication area is not introduced 
in both illustrations even though numerous assumptions have been discussed and 
many theories have been applied in the study of modern tourism since the beginning of 
the 19th Century.  Dann (1996) points out that there has not been much attention given 
to tourist information, especially its sociolinguistic aspects or functions of language per 
se in the framework of tourism study.  In spite of the fact that message delivery 
systems through languages has been playing an essential role in generating tourism 
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phenomena and promoting the movement of tourists, research on tourist information 
has not yet been one of the main streams in the tourism studies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figures 1.  Disciplines of Tourism Studies 
 
The purpose of this paper is to introduce a theoretical approach to the study of 
tourist information and attempt to establish a field of information in the theoretical 
study of tourism.  The author analyzes the nature of tourist information, along with the 
ideas of the recent scientific technology in message delivery systems, i.e. digital 
signage or augmented reality.  In so doing, the author argues that information by 
language can be a fundamental trigger for people to take touristic behaviors which 
actually create tourism phenomena.  Although Gunn and Var (2002) discusses the 
five core elements of tourism system, i.e. tourists, tourist attractions, tourist 
information, transportation, and service facilities, both tourists and tourist attractions, 
mediated by tourist information, are of most importance in tourism discussions since 
tourist information provokes people to become tourists who are to visit tourist 
attractions at destination sites.  This argument consequently proclaims an assumption 
that tourist information is deeply connected to the two elements, so the author sets a 
working hypothesis that tourist information directly coreresponds to the images or 
values of tourist attractions while tourist information is flexibly adapted to tourists’ 
states and conditions. 
 
LANGUAGE OF TOURISM INFORMATION 
 
Linguistic Diversity 
When it comes to delivering messages from senders to receivers, humans never 
know any better tools than languages spoken throughout the world today.  Language 
is an essential tool in the communication of daily life, as it is in the touristic activities, 
too.  Language, obviously as a means of communication, plays a crucial role in 
providing tourist information to visitors especially at tourist sites.  An early 
contribution to language-related research in the tourism field is the work of Tilden 
(1957) who first set foot in heritage interpretation through his profound knowledge of 
national parks.  And Uzzell (Ed.)(1989a, 1989b) refurbishes the structure of heritage 
interpretation, which later developed into environmental interpretation (Ham, 1992), 
including historical interpretation (Alderson and Low, 1996; Roth, 1998).  In an early 
stage of sociolinguistic approach to conversations observed in touristic scenes, Cohen 
(1986) examines communication between foreigners and locals, and Dann asserts 
from a sociolinguistic perspective that language, such as in public discourses, is a core 
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factor of tourism phenomena. 
According to Austin (Ed.)(2008), over 6,900 languages are spoken among a 
population of more than 57 billion in the world, as of 2005.  Although the UNESCO 
points out that approximately 1,400 languages are now in danger of rapid 
disappearance, and at least 250 are threatened with disappearance and 500 to 600 are 
on the decline, there are hundreds of languages still spoken in the world, contribut ing 
to message delivery in the society.  Table 1 shows the top ten languages spoken in 
the world.  Only eleven languages are dominant among almost 70 % of the world 
population, but even eleven are too many at times for dispatching necessary 
information to tourists, due to space limitation and budget restriction.  
In linguistics, a language acquired from birth or within a critical period of life is 
called a “first language”, which can consequently be a benchmark for sociolinguistic 
identity.  Tourists have their own first languages with which they grew up in their own 
community.  If they have no other alternative language, the activities of collecting  
necessary information will be limited.  It would be difficult to prepare all the first 
languages of tourists in tourist settings.  In the speech act theory (Searle, 1969), a 
conversation or dialogue begins with a performance of an utterance made by a speaker, 
which literally means that communication conducted in a language starts with a 
speaker.  A listener or receiver catches the information through the speaker’s 
utterance act.  As a result of the act of delivering information, the receiver gains a 
message and interprets a certain meaning from that message.  This communication 
process can be applied exactly the same way to a study of tourist information.  
 
Table 1.  World Top 10 Languages 
 
Languages Population 
01 Chinese (Mandarin) approx. 1,055,000,000 (18.4%)  
02 English (L1, L2, etc.) approx. 0,760,000,000 (13.3%)  
03 Hindi approx. 0,490,000,000 (08.6%)  
04 Spanish approx. 0,417,000,000 (07.3%)  
05 Russian approx. 0,277,000,000 (04.8%)  
06 Bengali approx. 0,230,000,000 (04.0%)  
07 Arabic approx. 0,205,000,000 (03.6%)  
08 Portuguese approx. 0,191,000,000 (03.3%)  
09 
French approx. 0,128,000,000 (02.2%)  
German approx. 0,128,000,000 (02.2%)  
10 Japanese approx. 0,122,000,000 (02.1%)  
 ┇ ┇ 
 Others approx. 1,721,000,000 (30.1%)  
Total approx. 5,724,000,000 
 
Restraints of Global Language 
Kachru (Ed.)(1992) has suggested that the spread of English around the world 
should be divided into three concentric circles (Figure 2), representing different ways 
in which the language has been acquired and is currently used.  The “Inner Circle” 
refers to the cultural and linguistic bases of English, where it is the primary language: it 
includes the USA, UK, Ireland, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.  The “Outer 
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Circle” represents the institutionalized non-native varieties in the regions that have 
passed through extended periods of colonization, such as Bangladesh, Ghana, India, 
Kenya, Malaysia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, 
Zambia, etc.  Language has become part of a country’s chief institutions and plays an 
important second language role in a multilingual setting.  The “Expanding Circle” 
involves those nations which recognize the importance of English as an international 
language, though they do not have a history of colonization by members of the Inner 
Circle, nor have they given English any special administrative status.  It includes 
China, Egypt, Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Korea, Nepal, Saudi Arabia, Russia, and so on. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.  Three Concentric Circles of English 
 
Crystal (1997) points out that there has never been a language so widely spread 
or spoken by so many people as English.  There is no doubt that English nowadays is 
accepted as a common language, and this also applies to the dispatching of tourist 
information to people of different language backgrounds.  English, though Crystal 
expresses it as a global language, cannot become a first language of non-native 
English speaking tourists. 
Table 2 shows a lexical comparison of on-site label information or interpretation 
texts written on the board at the gates of temples and shrines in Kyoto, Nara, 
Kamakura, and Nikko in Japan.  The words of each board were counted one by one 
and the numbers of words are presented in categories.  The category of “Junior Hi” 
means the number of English basic words, which, according to a College Lighthouse 
English-Japanese Dictionary (1995), should be learned during the first three years of 
high school education in Japan.  Most of English education starts at the age of 14 to 
15, which is the beginning of six-year secondary education.  The period of junior high 
schools takes charge of the first three years of the secondary education.  Compared 
to the “Junior Hi”, the category of “Senior Hi” indicates a higher level of English 
vocabulary introduced in the latter three years of high school education.  And the 
category of “Japanese” denotes Japanese names or historic terms which are written in 
alphabets or spelled in a phonematically Romanized style, which should be avoided for 
use by non-expertise tourists with less historic backgrounds of Japan.  The “Others” 
covers the rest of English vocabulary which may be unfamiliar to non-native English 
speaking tourists.  The pictures of the text boards at the gates of the temples and 
shrines were taken between April 1997 and December 1998.  Here, hyphenated 
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words are counted as one. 
 
Table 2. 
A Lexical Comparison of On-Site Label Information at Tourist Sites 
Attraction Total Junior Hi Senior Hi Japanese Others 
Ryoan-ji 0,098 (100%) 051 (52.0%) 017 (17.3%) 008 (08.2%) 022 (22.4%) 
Kinkaku-ji 0,098 (100%) 063 (64.3%) 014 (14.3%) 006 (06.1%) 015 (15.3%) 
Ginkaku-ji 0,317 (100%) 191 (60.3%) 039 (12.3%) 027 (08.5%) 060 (18.9%) 
Heian Jingu 0,166 (100%) 102 (61.4%) 014 (08.4%) 016 (09.6%) 034 (20.5%) 
Nishi Hongan-ji 0,220 (100%) 121 (55.0%) 024 (10.9%) 031 (14.1%) 044 (20.0%) 
Kiyomizu-dera 0,117 (100%) 072 (61.5%) 010 (08.5%) 009 (07.7%) 026 (22.2%) 
Todai-ji 0,118 (100%) 075 (63.6%) 009 (07.6%) 004 (03.4%) 030 (25.4%) 
Kasuga-Taisha 
0,110 (100%) 074 (67.3%) 005 (04.5%) 004 (03.6%) 027 (24.5%) 
0,206 (100%) 120 (58.3%) 018 (08.7%) 023 (11.2%) 045 (21.8%) 
Kotoku-in 0,142 (100%) 091 (64.1%) 015 (10.6%) 006 (04.2%) 030 (21.1%) 
Hase-dara 0,066 (100%) 038 (57.6%) 006 (09.1%) 005 (07.6%) 017 (25.8%) 
Total 1,658 (100%) 998 (60.2%) 171 (10.3%) 139 (08.4%) 350 (21.1%) 
 
The number of words of each temple or shrine in the category of “Junior Hi” 
seems to fall in the range of around 60% of each total.  It indicates a possibility that 
even tourists with an equivalent level of “Junior Hi” in English vocabulary may catch 
only around 60% of the whole vovabulary used in the texts of the boards at temples 
and shrines.  According to Table 1, only 13% of the world population speaks English 
as a first or second language.  The majority of the world seems to recongnize English 
as a foreign laguage.  If some of those people have less level of “Junior Hi”, on-site 
label information or interpretation may turn out to be useless. 
Wolfensberger (1992) introduces categories of people who are apt to be or 
become devalued in societies.  In his sixth category, he asserts that those who are 
unassimilated into the culture for any number of reasons, including ethnic minority 
groups, religious minorities, migrant laborers are also apt to be devalued.  When 
tourists who only can understand their own first language travels to a country of a 
different language base, they are considerd to be put in the same situation as persons 
with a problem in the faculty of vision.  The tourists cannot comprehend information or 
interpretation that is provided in a different language of the country they are visiting, 
due to the fact that there is no access to such information in a languages that they 
understand.  The tourists may conseqently fall into one of Wolfensberger’s categories 
unless a multiliguistic approach is employed in the providing of tourist information.  
 
MANUFACTURE OF TOURIST INFORMATION 
 
Information Channels 
Any type of information or interpretation must be received through at least one of 
five human senses – vision, audition, olfaction, gustation, and tactition (Table 3).  And 
among those senses, a faculty of vision or audition is a most crucial channel for tourist 
experiences.  If a tourist has a problem with his/her sight, the visual channel of 
receiving information is shut down and the information cannot be gained.   The idea of 
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universal design should be applied to the manufacturing process of providing tourist 
information.  Information seems to be provided, based on the faculty of vision.    
Thus, alternative channel, other than visual channel must be prepared when providing 
information to tourists. People have the right to be informed.  
 
Table 3. 
Information Receiving Channels of Human Five Senses  
Faculty Information Sources 
Vision Panel captions, labels, maps, etc.  
Audition Announcement, audio guides, etc. 
Olfaction Museums of perfume and fragrance, etc.  
Gustation Wine tasting tour, pizza tasting event, etc.  
Tactition Braille, hands-on exhibitions, etc. 
 
According to AHD, information is defined as “knowledge derived from study, 
experience, or instruction” and “knowledge of specific events or situations that has 
been gathered or received by communication; intelligence or news”.  These 
definitions indicate that tourist information should rely on the knowledge directly 
obtained through tourist experiences at destination sites or learned from secondary 
sources, such as mass communication, words of mouth, or daily school education in 
the daily life zone.  Thus, tourist information, though varied in type, is basically 
divided into two categories – on-site and off-site information.  Table 4 explains such 
categories of providing channels. 
 
Table 4. 
Providing Channels of Tourist Information Sources 
Modes Channels Tourist Information Sources 
On-site information 
in non-ordinary 
Human Contacts 
Words of mouth from local people 
Explanations of guides, interpreters or tour leaders  
Audio-Visuals 
Audio guides or recorded announcements at sites  
Stories on screen or monitors prepared in facilities 
Written Forms 
Label texts at museum exhibits or tourist attractions  
Handouts, leaflets, brochures or books in areas 
Off-site information 
in ordinary 
Human Contacts 
Words of mouth from family or friends 
Lectures or research at academic institutions 
Audio-Visuals 
Broadcasted programs through mass media 
DVD or video programs at home 
Written Forms 
Commercial messages at stations or store’s racks  
Books, newspaper editorials or website writings 
 
Human life is fundamentally divided into two styles – ordinary and non-ordinary.  
This can be applied to the categorization of tourist information.  Information obtained 
in ordinary or daily life, naturally away from tourist sites, is referred to as “off -site 
information” and information gained in non-ordinary or tourist destination areas is 
called “on-site information”.  Both on-site and off-site information contain the same 
three types of channels for delivering messages, which are human contacts, 
audio-visuals, and written forms.  The channel of human contacts has an interactive 
factor that is capable of providing mutually communicating environments, whereas the 
other two channels are designed to work in a one-sided communication. 
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Serrell (1996), from a viewpoint of museology, divided information style into two 
basic categories – interpretive and noninterpretive labels (Table 5).   
 
Table 5. 
Types of Labels in Exhibitions 
Modes Channels Tourist Information Sources 
Interpretive 
Labels 
Title Labels 
To identify the name of the exhibition, 
indicating the theme of the exhibition 
Introductory or Orientation 
Labels 
To set up the organization tone of the 
exhibition 
Section or Group Labels 
To inform visitors of the rationale behind a 
subgrouping objects, paintings, or animals 
Captions 
To play an important role in specific labels for 
specific objects  
Noninterpretive 
Labels 
Identification Labels 
To contain minimal, short details, such as 
name, maker, date, material, or number 
Donor Information 
To acknowledge funders, usually provided 
last and in the smaller type 
Credit Panels 
To recognize the contribution and efforts of all 
the people who worked on the exhibition 
Wayfinding/Orientation 
Signs 
To help visitors find their way around the 
museum and gives orientation 
Prohibitive Signs 
To tell visitors not to touch the art or feed the 
animals 
 
Product Liability 
The main purpose of the language is to deliver information to other people.  
Naturally, whether or not information is trustworthy is essential.  In the tourism 
industry, information on tourist attractions is a large concern to tourists since it could 
motivate people to visit attractions, which is a main event in the tourist phenomena.  It 
is a vital argument that tourist information should be authentic or good enough to 
believe.  Historical sites can last for centuries, but human cannot.  They are mortal.  
There are no more original people who can prove that the historical site is genuine or 
not.  Cohen (1988) employs a wider notion of “emergent authenticity” which refers to 
invention or tradition, and Brown (1996) brings up an issue of authenticity with the case 
of the Atomic Bomb Dome in Hiroshima, Japan, asserting that the present dome has 
been repaired a couple of times and turned into a so-called replica, which he defines 
as “genuine fake”, since the dome does not remain the exact shape just after the World 
War 2.  Turnbridge & Ashworth (1996) points out that an appeal is made to 
authenticity as a self-explanatory justification and criterion for selection and 
interpretation, and the quality of authenticity endows the object or site with value and 
its removal renders the object worthless.  If an interpretation or explanation of a 
tourist attration contains wrong information, it may damage the image of the attraction 
or leave an unpleasant impression on tourists. 
The idea of “product liability”, widely accepted in the 20 th Century, applies to a 
case when a person is harmed by a product.  It also involves navigation charts or 
instructions to introduce how the product should be used safely.  If there is a flaw in 
such instructions and the flaw results in a cause of loss, it will be a case of product 
liability.  When this idea is applied to tourist information, inconsistenc ies can be 
diminished. 
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A CASE STUDY AT A WORLD HERITAGE SITE 
 
The kickoff meeting was held on December 24, 2010 in Nikko City just after a 
proposal of the Linguistically Barrier-Free Survey for Foreign Tourists at Nikko Area 
was adopted by the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism with a 
subsidy of 25 million JPY (approx. 305 thousand USD or 186 thousand GBP).  The 
survey project was conducted by three Japanese companies.  Asia Air Survey Co., 
Ltd. took charge of the whole procedures, and both Zenrin DataCom Co., Ltd. and Tobu 
Business Solution Corp. joined the project from the beginning.  The purpose of the 
survey was to verify a proposed system and build up an advanced model of efficient 
service environment for tourists with different language backgrounds in Nikko area by 
way of utilizing recent digital devices.  A professor from the Graduate School of Media 
and Governance at Keio University, Tokyo and the author took part in the project as 
experts of augmented reality and tourist information accordingly.   In order to obtain 
actual issues to be discussed before and after setting up digital signage devices and 
augmented reality system, questionnaire-type reports were submitted by four monitors 
each for before and after setting the digital devices.  The monitors, capable of 
understanding written information in Japanese language, were chosen from native 
speakers of Mandarin, Cantonese, Korean, and a European language (Lithuanian) 
before the setting and English/German bilingual after the setting. 
Digital signage is a form of electronic display that provides information or 
advertising message at specific locations at specific times, utilizing liquid crystal 
display, light emitting diode, or plasma displays.  Digital signage displays are usually 
controlled by personal computers by way of proprietary software programs, avoiding 
any large capital outlays for the controller equipment and it contains.  The content of 
digital signage can be interactively adapted to passer-by users, which makes it 
suitable to provide information in public to tourists.  Figures 3 introduce a digital 
signage screen (Center) showing a first-page (Left) with the information content list 
about the Nikko area, prepared in four languages – Mandarin, Korean, English and 
Japanese, and a detailed map of the Nikko area (Right). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figures 3.  Digital Signage Device and Screen 
Source: The report of the Linguistically Barrier-Free Survey for Foreign Tourists at Nikko Area 
 
It is confirmed that the content of digital signage is insufficient for monitors’ 
expectations.  The monitors were asked to read information from tourists’ points of 
view.  The content this time mainly covers the information on central Nikko, but the 
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monitors as tourists, regardless of the content, attempted to trace necessary 
information for their favorite routes, which produces the inconsistency between 
monitors’ demand and the content’s supply.  This may happen even in an environment 
with no digital devices (Takeuchi, 1999), because the content coverage, to a certain 
extent, is intentionally determined by information providers, either public or private 
organizations, due to the fact that information is always an efficient tool for the purpose 
of advertisement.  No matter what delivery system is employed at tourist sites, it is 
inevitable that the choices of content must prevail on the needs for possible touristic 
routes.  The system of digital signage enables tourists to obtain detailed information 
about their destinations or target attractions on site.  If the content of information has 
been carefully selected and updated, tourists can take advantage of 1) unlimited space 
for providing multilingual information, unlike the regular on-site hardware system, i.e. 
label interpretation at tourist sites, only if budget allows such preparations, 2) digital 
preservation of both natural and artificial attractions from weathering or disintegration  
as time rolls on. 
Augmented reality (AR), related to a more general concept called mediated reality, 
is a live video image of a real world environment to which computer-generated sensory 
inputs, such as sounds or graphics, are added.  It refers to the ability to manipulate 
one's perception of reality through the use of a wearable computer or hand-held device 
such as a smart phone, which can act as a visual filter between the real world and what 
the user perceives.  With the help of this technology, on-demand information about 
the environment, such as tourist information, can be overlaid on the present picture of 
the real world on site, through a handy devise like a smart phone, for example. 
To provide on-site information during tours, oval-shaped icons, as shown in 
Figure 4, are designed to show up on the real world picture of a tourist’s smart phone.  
When a tourist comes close enough to a designated point of each site, the previously 
programed icons pop up, with site-related information, on the picture of the smart 
phone screen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.  Augmented Reality 
Source: The report of the Linguistically Barrier-Free Survey for Foreign Tourists at Nikko Area 
 
It has been learned by applying AR technology to tourist information system that, 
unlike digital signage: 
1) On-site information is available at any designated time point of tourist sites without 
disturbing the surrounding scenery. 
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2) The unlimited number of languages can be added to the initial setting of the device, 
due to the fact that no hardware signs or boards are required for written forms of 
information. 
3) Individual tourist experiences can be added on in a form of chatting or message as 
additional information sources of each site, which creates an interactive 
environment in a smart phone or other portable devices where a culture rather than 
information alone can be formed. 
According to a recent analysis of the high-technology industry, 101.2 million 
smart phone units were shipped in the world in the quarter of 2010, representing 
year-on-year growth of 89%.  This indicates that the age of digital information is just 
around the corner.  And more importantly, AR system enables tourists to install the 
whole content of a destination site at their home before they leave for the destination.   
This means that along with the technology of Global Positioning System (GPS), which 
is a global navigation satellite system that provides location and time information 
anywhere on the Earth, tourists can enjoy interactive tourist experiences with other 
tourists or locals at real tourist attractions or sites with the vivid views of the actual 
present time without leaving their own home.  In other words, the age of the 
“arm-chair tourist” may arrive in the future.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Tourism has two aspects – demand and supply sides.  Tourist information 
naturally belongs to the supply side.  Even the supply s ide composes of several basic 
components of tourism system.  From a viewpoint of the supply side, Gunn (2002) 
points out that progress will be measured by how well three action sectors – 
governments, nonprofit organizations, and commercial enterprise manipulate the five 
basic components of the supply side, such as attractions, transportation, services, 
information, and promotion.  If the technology of AR is developed as the results of the 
survey suggests, the above-mentioned five components can be discussed in that: 
1) Attractions are to be recognized or comprehended as a real image through the 
content of AR information without being actually visited, rather than experienced 
as the presence of natural or artificial entities. 
2) Primary services – lodging, food, and transportation may not be required as long 
as people stay at home, which consequently makes it easier for researchers to 
tackle tourism phenomena. 
3) Promotion does not work without information so promotion can be included in the 
wide definition of information. 
If the aforementioned basic components are integrated into a single concept of 
information, researchers may be emancipated from a commonly held belief that the 
diversity of tourism phenomena precludes it from being analyzed.  This simplification 
of tourism phenomena, thanks to the recent development of digital technology, may 
trigger a possible shift of the definition of the tourism system, unless the discussions 
interfere with the concept of authenticity.  Nevertheless, as an omen of such 
movement, AR can also have the potential to create a new environment for wheelchair 
users or the social weak with less discretionary income to participate in the new age of 
tourist information. 
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